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On March 7, at a conference in Quito (Ecuador), the eight South American nations that share the
Amazon Basin rejected proposals to put the ecosystem under international protection. In a joint
statement, ministers and other top officials from Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia,
Peru, Guyana and Surinam emphasized their "sovereign right" to decide on the use of their territory
without foreign intervention. International environmental groups had proposed transforming
the world's largest contiguous forest into a "ecological world reserve" to protect it from further
destruction. The ministers said that while there was a clear "process of destruction" taking place,
rational use of the region "does not necessarily mean the destruction of the ecological balance." The
Latin American governments' reaction to the proposal the result of direct and indirect efforts by
multilateral organizations and environmental organizations based in the developed capitalist world
was not surprising. Government officials in recent weeks have indicated they do not appreciate what
are often perceived as patronizing claims or harsh criticisms from the very nations and organizations
that have effectively spearheaded and profited most from worldwide environmental degradation in
the past four decades, including in their own national territories. Moreover, as indebted developing
nations, the eight countries are currently staggering under conflicting demands to pay debt service
to foreign banks and developed nation governments, and pull domestic economies out of stagnation
or recession, in the context of global economic slowdown. Failure to exploit Amazon resources
means loss of sorely needed income. Programs to preserve the Amazon ecosystem translate to
further financial outlays, whether directly from public coffers, or in the form of yet more debt service
payments to lenders offering credit for such programs. The eight governments have decided instead
to cautiously proceed toward designing development programs for the region that do not cause
further environmental damage. Summarized below are recent events and statements underlying
the prevailing attitude toward foreign "advice" on how to handle the Amazonian ecosystem. *
During a 24-hour official visit this weekend to Georgetown, Guyana, Brazilian President Jose
Sarney said, "We [Amazon Basin countries] have to shoulder the responsibility of defending our
own natural resources, and we will not brook any external interference in this activity. We will not
allow any organization or person to make a dent in the sovereignty of our nations in this region."
Sarney added, "We should not allow, and we will not allow the Amazon to become what I call
a green Persian Gulf." At a dinner in honor of Sarney on March 3, Guyanese leader Desmond
Hoyte noted that the "Amazon region has become the focus of special international attention and is
perceived to hold one of the keys to the future habitability of our planet." Hoyte said this worldwide
concern for the environment is a natural byproduct of global interdependence. Guyana, he added,
is ready to work with Brazil and other Amazon countries to "help ensure that concern for the
global environment is matched by a respect for the right of Amazonian states to choose strategies
they consider appropriate and to develop their natural resources in a rational manner." * On the
morning of March 6 in Quito, Ecuadoran President Rodrigo Borja opened the third conference
of signatory nations to the Amazon cooperation treaty. The conference agenda included issues
related to the rational exploitation of natural resources in the Amazon region, and development
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of environmental conservation policies. In attendance were the foreign ministers of Colombia,
Guyana, Peru, Surinam, Venezuela and Ecuador, the secretary general of Brazil's Foreign Ministry,
and Bolivia's deputy minister for economic integration. In a speech, President Borja said the
environmental "defense" of the Amazon is a matter which applies only to the Amazonian countries.
Foreign interference, he added, is not welcome. Borja pointed out that humanity, in its continual
search for wealth, has already destroyed vast natural resources. Three examples of this colossal
destruction, he said, are the ruination of the Black Forest in Europe, vast deforestation in Canada,
and contamination of the Mediterranean Sea. The Ecuadoran leader then added that the imperatives
of the "so-called market economy" maximization of utility and profit are contrary to "ecological
interests." Previous sessions of the cooperation treaty signatories took place in Belem, Brazil, and
Cali, Colombia. The eight nations signed the treaty 10 years ago. * On March 8 in Quito, Augusto
Ramirez Ocampo, the UN Development Programme's director for Latin America and the Caribbean
told a conference on the costs of environmental preservation that since industrialized nations have
benefitted most from international economic and trade practices, they should now bear the lion's
share of environmental conservation costs. Ramirez asserted that these nations must not turn
environmental conservation into yet another set of burdensome demands on developing nations.
Every country or region, said Ramirez Ocampo, must determine priorities in relation to its own
needs and through the exercise of its sovereignty. He was referring to the rising wave of protest by
environmental groups against the destruction of the Amazon rain forest. Amazon Pact nations have
described this campaign as a move to "internationalize" the region. "The world has recently given
a great deal of attention to tropical deforestation in the Amazon. However, it should be emphasized
that in relative terms, the loss of tropical forests in other regions of the planet and even in our own
region has been more rapid and complete," said Ramirez Ocampo. The UN expert stated that rapid
population growth, deterioration of the ozone layer, the greenhouse effect, desertification, pollution,
acid rain, and deforestation were all issues requiring immediate attention. Once prioritization
of forest preservation is certain, he said, the incentive to ensure protection and regeneration will
follow. Ramirez Ocampo said that another task requiring immediate action is the development of
technologies to exploit hitherto ignored resources of the tropical rain forest such as vegetable oils,
resins, exotic flowers, fruits and medicinal substances. He called for the establishment of a regional
environmental agenda, and expansion of research focused on the region's eco-systems. (Basic data
from Xinhua, AP, 03/06/89; DPA, 03/07/89; Inter- Press Service, 03/08/89)
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